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Victims of violence among Indigenous mothers living
with dependent children
Kyllie Cripps, Catherine M Bennett, Lyle C Gurrin and David M Studdert

M

any Indigenous communities have
a high prevalence of violence.1-6 In
June 2007, findings from the
Northern Territory Board of Inquiry into
the Protection of Aboriginal Children from
Sexual Abuse1 galvanised public attention
and prompted a dramatic policy response
from The
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7
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Violence
against Indigenous women and
481-485
children
raises
special
concerns,
both
in
©The
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of Australia
2009
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Australia
and internationally.3,8,9 Indigenous
Research
women
and children are arguably more
vulnerable to violence and more likely to be
victims of it than any other section of Australian society.10 However, the epidemiology
of violence in Indigenous communities in
Australia remains little studied and poorly
understood. For example, there has been
virtually no empirical investigation of risk
factors, despite the opportunities created by
several national surveys of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people.11,12
We used data from the 2002 National
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social
Survey (NATSISS) to analyse individual and
household characteristics of respondents
who reported being victims of violence in
the previous 12 months. The analysis
focused on Indigenous women with
dependent children, as this population is
known to be at elevated risk of violence,2,10
and as the repercussions of violence against
mothers are amplified by the effects on their
children, who often witness the violence
itself or its visible consequences.1 The broad
goal of this study was to advance understanding of violence in Indigenous communities to help inform policy and practice
aimed at addressing the problem.
METHODS
Data source
The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS)
conducted the 2002 NATSISS between
August 2002 and April 2003.11 The survey
elicited information from 9359 Indigenous
people in 5887 households — about one in
30 of the national Indigenous population
aged 15 years or older. Questions gathered
individual and family sociodemographic
data and data on key areas relevant to social

ABSTRACT
Objective: To identify individual and household factors associated with violence among
Australian Indigenous women with dependent children.
Design and participants: Univariate and multivariable analysis of data from the 2002
National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey, stratified by area.
Main outcome measure: Self-reported experience of being a victim of violence in
the previous year.
Results: One in four Indigenous women living with dependent children younger than
15 years reported being victims of violence in the previous year; this corresponds to an
estimated 24 221 Indigenous mothers (95% CI, 21 507–26 935) nationwide. Violence was
more prevalent in regional areas and cities than remote areas. In remote areas, mothers
who had been removed from their natural families during childhood had nearly threefold
greater odds of being victims of violence (odds ratio [OR], 2.90; 95% CI, 1.82–4.61); in
non-remote areas, the odds were 72% greater (OR, 1.72; 95% CI, 1.23–2.39). Older
maternal age (⭓ 45 years) was associated with lower odds of experiencing violence in
both non-remote areas (OR, 0.39; 95% CI, 0.25–0.60) and remote areas (OR, 0.46; 95% CI,
0.30–0.70). Women with partners residing in the household faced lower odds of violence
in both non-remote areas (OR, 0.54; 95% CI, 0.41–0.72) and remote areas (OR, 0.46;
95% CI, 0.32–0.67).
Conclusions: The prevalence of violence against Indigenous mothers with young
children is alarmingly high across remote and non-remote areas. This study identified
distinctive characteristics of victims, but further research is needed to assess potential
risk factors, such as history of removal from natural family.
MJA 2009; 191: 481–485

policy, including health, education, work,
community and cultural factors, social networks, crime, and behaviours relevant to
population health, such as substance use
and violence.
The survey was designed to provide reliable estimates at the national level. Sampling
and recruitment techniques are described in
detail elsewhere.13 In summary, participants
were identified by randomly selecting communities and dwellings within those communities, and by using a stratified
multistage method to select dwellings in
non-community areas. Up to three people
were surveyed in each sampled dwelling.
Wherever possible, this was done through
personal interviews conducted by trained
ABS interviewers.
Study sample
Of the 9359 NATSISS respondents, 57%
(5343) were female, and 67% of these
(3589) reported living with dependent children younger than 15 years. These 3589
mothers are the focus of this analysis. We
imposed the 14-year age cut-off on depend-

ants as older children might themselves
have been sampled as respondents and
might have had dependants of their own.
Outcome variable
The NATSISS included a module that sought
to identify victims of violent assault. It asked,
“In the last 12 months, did anyone, including
people you know, use physical force or violence against you?” This was followed by a
similar question with “use” replaced by “try
to use”. The ABS collapsed responses from
these two questions into a single variable,
designating respondents as either a “victim of
physical or threatened violence” or not.
Based on pre-testing by the ABS, some
NATSISS questions were reworded for use in
remote areas of Western Australia, South
Australia, Queensland and the Northern
Territory.13 To minimise language and comprehension difficulties in these states, the
violence questions were modifed to: “In the
last year, did anybody start a fight with you
or beat you up?” and “In the last year, did
anybody try to or say they were going to hit
you or fight with you?”
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RESULTS

1 Indigenous women living with dependent children who participated in the
2002 National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey, by area
of residence and status as victims of violence

Rates of violence

Victims of violence
Remoteness area class*

Total no.

No.

Weighted % within area

Major cities

494

137

25.4%

Inner regional

450

132

28.6%

Outer regional

932

267

28.0%

Remote and very remote

1713

386

21.4%

All areas

3589

922

25.3%

* According to the Australian Standard Geographical Classification.

Exposure variables
We examined the association between positive responses to the violence questions and
four individual variables (age, labour force
status, level of education, and removal from
natural family) and five household variables
(racial composition, partner/husband resident, other adults resident, income, and tenure type). These exposure variables were
selected as they are recognised or hypothesised predictors of violence against women,
based chiefly on studies of family and intimate partner violence.14-16 Although our
study was not confined to these forms of
violence, we believed it reasonable to draw
from these sources as other evidence indicates that family violence is prominent in
women’s experiences of violence in Indigenous communities.17
All but two of the nine exposure variables
included in the analysis were binary or
categorical variables. Mother’s age in the
NATSISS was a continuous variable up to 64
years and categorical thereafter; we coded
age into four categories (15–24, 25–34, 35–
44, and ⭓ 45 years).
Household income was a continuous variable, expressed in terms of equivalised
household gross weekly income. (Equivalence scales adjust actual household income
to account for the number and age of persons in the household.18) We created four
categories for equivalised household gross
weekly income (< $339, $339–$611,
> $612, and unknown).
Several other potentially relevant individual variables (personal income, income
source, speaks Indigenous language, identification with clan, and relatives removed)
and household variables (number of
dependents, residents and bedrooms) were
available in the NATSISS. We elected not to
include these variables in the analysis
because of conceptual overlap with the
482
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exposure variables chosen or relatively high
statistical correlation with those variables.
Analysis
Because of evidence that violence against
women differs in pattern and nature between
remote and non-remote communities,17,19,20
we stratified the analyses according to the
remoteness area classes in the Australian
Standard Geographical Classification (major
cities, inner regional, outer regional, remote,
and very remote), with the exclusion of
“migratory”. We created two strata: mothers
residing in remote and very remote communities were examined separately from those
residing in cities and regional areas.
Within each stratum, we used univariate
and multivariable logistic regression to compare characteristics between mothers who
reported having experienced violence and
those who reported not having experienced
violence. The dependent variable in all analyses was a binary variable, distinguishing
victims of violence from non-victims. The
independent variables were the four individual and five household exposure variables described above. The exception was
education, which was excluded from the
multivariable models because its relationship with the dependent variable did not
approach statistical significance in any of the
univariate analyses. (We confirmed that its
inclusion in the multivariable models did
not affect their main findings.)
To accommodate the complex survey
design, we weighted descriptive statistics and
corrected standard errors using the replicate
weights provided and the jack-knife method
recommended by the ABS.12 The regression
analyses were unweighted. All statistical code
was written using the STATA software package, version 10.0 (StataCorp, College Station,
Tex, USA), and processed through the ABS’s
Remote Access Data Laboratory.

A quarter (25.3%) of Indigenous women
with dependent children younger than 15
years reported being victims of violence in
the previous 12 months (Box 1). At the
national level, this corresponds to 24 221
mothers (95% CI, 21 507–26 935).
The proportion of mothers who reported
experiencing violence was greater in nonremote than in remote areas. The prevalence
of victimhood was significantly higher in
inner regional areas and outer regional areas
than in remote and very remote areas
(28.6% v 21.4%, P = 0.001, and 28.0% v
21.4%, P < 0.001, respectively), and there
was a trend toward a higher prevalence in
cities (25.4% v 21.4%; P = 0.06).
Univariate analyses
Cities and regional areas. In these areas,
younger mothers had higher odds of being
victims of violence than mothers aged
between 35 and 44 years, and older mothers
had lower odds (Box 2). Unemployed
mothers had higher odds of violence (odds
ratio [OR], 1.65; 95% CI, 1.32–2.07), as did
mothers who had been removed from their
natural family during childhood (OR, 1.67;
95% CI, 1.22–2.28). At the household level,
all Indigenous composition (OR, 1.44; 95%
CI, 1.16–1.79) and renting (OR, 1.94; 95%
CI, 1.48–2.54) were associated with a higher
risk of victimhood. On the other hand, low
income (OR, 0.47; 95% CI, 0.35–0.63) and
high income (OR, 0.53; 95% CI, 0.35–0.80),
both relative to poverty, and having a partner
or husband residing in the dwelling (OR,
0.50; 95% CI, 0.41–0.62) were all associated
with lower risk of victimhood.
Remote and very remote areas. Fewer factors were significantly associated with victimhood in remote areas than in non-remote
areas (Box 2). Older maternal age (⭓ 45
years) was associated with a reduced risk of
victimhood (OR, 0.58; 95% CI, 0.39–0.86),
as it was in non-remote areas, although the
risks among younger mothers were not significantly higher than in the reference age
group (35–44 years). There was a strong
association between removal from one’s natural family and victimhood (OR, 2.31; 95%
CI, 1.46–3.58). With respect to household
composition, the odds of being a victim of
violence were lower among mothers with a
partner or husband residing in the house
(OR, 0.58; 95% CI, 0.46–0.73), and the
odds were higher with an adult other than a
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2 Individual and household characteristics of Indigenous women with dependent children who were victims of violence*
Cities and regional areas
Characteristics

Victims Non-victims Odds ratio

95% CI

Remote and very remote areas
P

Victims Non-victims Odds ratio 95% CI

P

Age group (years)
15–24

35%

27%

1.39

1.06–1.84

0.02

36%

29%

1.01

0.74–1.38

0.93

25–34

35%

33%

1.36

1.05–1.76

0.02

30%

29%

0.99

0.73–1.34

0.95

35–44 (reference)

21%

26%

23%

21%

8%

15%

0.45

0.29–0.68

< 0.001

12%

21%

0.58

0.39–0.86

0.006

76%

66%

1.65

1.32–2.07

< 0.001

56%

58%

0.89

0.71–1.12

0.31

9%

10%

⭓ 45
Not employed
Highest level of education
Tertiary (reference)

19%

18%

Years 11 and 12

27%

28%

0.85

0.62–1.17

0.33

26%

19%

0.97

0.64–1.47

0.88

Year 10 and below

53%

53%

0.96

0.73–1.27

0.79

60%

64%

0.90

0.63–1.30

0.58

< 1%

1%

0.52

0.17–1.58

0.25

4%

7%

0.60

0.31–1.16

0.13

19%

8%

1.67

1.22–2.28

0.001

7%

3%

2.31

1.46–3.58 < 0.001

All Indigenous members‡

68%

61%

1.44

1.16–1.79

0.001

93%

91%

0.94

0.64–1.39

Partner/husband present ‡

28%

46%

0.50

0.41–0.62

< 0.001

45%

58%

0.58

0.46–0.73 <0.001

> 1 adult (besides partner/husband)‡

34%

27%

1.13

0.90–1.41

0.28

44%

33%

1.39

1.11–1.76

0.005

Poor (< $339) (reference)

69%

55%

54%

53%

Low ($339–$611)

15%

26%

0.47

0.35–0.63

< 0.001

24%

18%

1.19

0.89–1.60

0.23

Unknown
Removed from natural family

†

Household composition
0.76

Equivalised gross weekly income

High (> $612)

7%

9%

0.53

0.35–0.80

0.003

5%

5%

0.80

0.45–1.40

0.43

Unknown

9%

9%

0.88

0.63–1.23

0.46

16%

23%

0.76

0.56–1.02

0.07

Owner (reference)

21%

28%

7%

7%

Renter

78%

71%

1.94

1.48–2.54

< 0.001

89%

84%

0.95

0.62–1.44

0.80

Other

1%

1%

1.50

0.57–3.93

0.41

4%

9%

0.62

0.28–1.36

0.24

Tenure

* All percentage values shown are weighted. † During childhood. ‡These are separate binary variables, not categories of a “household composition” variable.

husband or partner residing there (OR, 1.39;
95% CI, 1.11–1.76).
Multivariable analyses
There was a strong positive association
between being a victim of violence and
having been removed from one’s natural
family during childhood in both multivariable models (Box 3). In non-remote areas,
mothers with this history had 72% greater
odds of being a victim of violence than those
without this history (OR, 1.72; 95% CI,
1.23–2.39), and in remote areas, the odds
were nearly three times greater (OR, 2.90;
95% CI, 1.82–4.61). Older maternal age
was associated with a lower risk of violence
in both non-remote areas (OR, 0.39; 95%
CI, 0.25–0.60) and remote areas (OR, 0.46;
95% CI, 0.30–0.70). The presence of a
partner or husband living in the house also
appeared to be protective in both nonremote areas (OR, 0.54; 95% CI, 0.41–0.72)

and remote areas (OR, 0.46; 95% CI, 0.32–
0.67). Low income relative to poverty was
associated with lower risk of violence in
non-remote areas (OR, 0.64; 95% CI, 0.46–
0.88), but not in remote areas. There was no
significant correlation between high income
and risk of violence in either non-remote or
remote areas.
DISCUSSION
This study showed that one in four mothers
with dependants younger than 15 years who
responded to the 2002 NATSISS reported
being victims of violence in the previous year.
The violence was not confined to remote
communities — indeed, reported rates were
higher in regional and urban areas. We found
similar predictors across remote and nonremote areas: mothers who had been
removed from their natural families were
significantly more likely to have experienced
violence, whereas older mothers and those

◆

who lived with their male partners were
significantly less likely to have done so.
Our findings fit with theoretical and qualitative research into Indigenous violence
over the past decade.1-6 Causes are complex,
involving multiple inter-related factors, but
have been conceptualised in two groups.2
Group 1 factors relate to the unique experiences of Indigenous populations, including
colonisation policies and practices, dispossession and cultural dislocation, and damage to the family structure due to removal of
children. Group 2 factors reflect broader
social determinants of violence relevant to
both Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations, including unemployment, poverty,
welfare dependency, past history of abuse,
substance addictions, racism and social
marginalisation.
Evidence to date that this range of factors
operates in the context of Indigenous violence comes essentially from qualitative
research.1-6,21-23 Our study breaks new
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3 Multivariable predictors of victims of violence among Indigenous women
living with dependent children*
Cities and
regional areas

Remote and
very remote areas

Odds
ratio

95% CI

P

Odds
ratio

95% CI

P

15–24

1.19

0.88–1.60

0.27

0.94

0.67–1.31

0.71

25–34

1.30

1.00–1.71

0.05

0.98

0.72–1.34

0.90

⭓ 45

0.30–0.70 < 0.001

Characteristics
Age group (years)

0.39

0.25–0.60 < 0.001

0.46

Not employed

1.27

0.97–1.65

0.08

0.86

0.67–1.11

Removed from natural family†

1.72

1.23–2.39

0.001

2.90

1.82–4.61 < 0.001

0.96

0.73–1.24

0.74

0.93

0.60–1.43

Partner/husband present

0.54

0.41–0.72 < 0.001

0.46

0.32–0.67 < 0.001

> 1 adult (besides partner/husband)‡

0.87

0.65–1.16

0.33

0.82

0.57–1.20

0.31

Low ($339–$611)

0.64

0.46–0.88

0.007

1.20

0.88–1.64

0.25

High (> $612)

0.93

0.57–1.53

0.79

0.80

0.43–1.48

0.47

Unknown

1.10

0.78–1.57

0.58

0.78

0.57–1.07

0.13

1.33

0.97–1.83

0.08

0.86

0.53–1.37

0.52

0.25

Household composition
All Indigenous‡
‡

0.73

Gross weekly household income

Renter

* Reference groups are: age 35–44 years; employed; not removed from natural family; not all Indigenous;
partner/husband not living in household; no other adults living in household; poor (< $339 per week); home
owner or other. † During childhood. ‡ These are separate binary variables, not categories of a “household
composition” variable.
◆

ground by identifying statistically significant
characteristics of victims of violence from a
national sample. Our finding that removal
from natural family is strongly associated
with an increased risk of victimhood in both
remote and non-remote areas, after adjusting for other well established Group 2 factors such as unemployment status and
income, is especially troubling. As well as
suggesting that Group 1 factors may be
influential, this result highlights the formidable and complex challenges that confront
efforts to combat violence in Indigenous
communities.
Instances of neglect, abuse, exploitation
and violence among Indigenous children
removed from their natural families have
been extensively documented.24,25 There is
growing awareness of the trauma produced
by forced separation.25 However, evidence of
its lasting impact on the adult lives of children who experienced it is incomplete and
continues to accumulate. The prominence of
removal as a factor associated with violence
in our analysis adds to this evidence base. It
also suggests that victimhood status imposed
early may become entrenched.
Identification of older maternal age as a
protective factor resonates with findings
484

from studies focused specifically on domestic and family violence.26,27 It may be due to
the ability of older women to better negotiate
risky interpersonal situations, although this
explanation requires further investigation.
Closer analysis should pay careful attention
to the precise nature of the relationships
between older mothers and young children.
Previous qualitative research suggests, for
example, that some older Indigenous
women who self-identify as mothers may in
fact be grandmothers of the dependents.28
Multivariable analyses showed that the
presence of a male partner in the house
reduced mothers’ odds of experiencing violence by half in both non-remote and remote
areas. This is a novel finding in Australian
research on Indigenous violence, although
previous international research has shown
higher rates of violence among divorced and
separated women.27 One explanation is that
a regular male presence, a stable relationship, or both, deter attackers. An alternative
explanation that warrants serious consideration and research is under-reporting:
respondents may have been reluctant to
report their experiences of violence if their
partner was nearby, particularly if the partner was the perpetrator. A third explanation,

given that we observed a correlation but
cannot infer causality, is that women harmed
by cohabiting partners are less likely to
continue living with them.
Our study has several limitations. First,
the dataset released by ABS collapsed
responses to questions about actual and
threatened violence into one variable, preventing their separate analysis. Second, the
survey lacked detail and context regarding
the violence. For example, it did not elicit
whether the violent events occurred inside
or outside the home, nor did it establish the
relationship of the perpetrator to the victim.
Third, because analyses such as this rely on
cross-sectional survey data, they cannot
establish causal relationships. Nonetheless,
the associations identified provide a reasonable basis for flagging “at risk” subpopulations and launching further targeted
investigations.
Although this study focused on the prevalence and correlates of violence among
Indigenous mothers, the findings clearly
have implications for the children in those
families. Children living in homes in which
violence occurs are vulnerable to physical,
emotional and psychological abuse.29-32
They are at greater risk of anxiety, depression
and behavioural disorders. In addition, the
experience of violence in childhood is a risk
factor for being both a victim and a perpetrator of violence in adulthood.29-32 Thus, a
pernicious cycle of violence in Indigenous
communities may develop through children
and become intergenerational.1
Breaking that cycle presents a complex and
difficult policy challenge.1,33 The distinctive
characteristics identified in our study spotlight high-risk subgroups of women in urgent
need of assistance. The findings should help
guide the efforts of Indigenous communities
struggling to address violence, and aid those
from outside the communities who are formulating and delivering services to combat
the problem. Because the children of these
vulnerable women are secondary victims of
the violence against their caregivers and role
models, they would be indirect beneficiaries
of effective prevention strategies.
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